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 Conservation Value 
 The concept of conservation value focuses on the worth 
of using and preserving natural resources, for example, 
the balancing of today’s gains and profi ts against 
future lost benefi ts. There is no consensus about how 
such value should be assessed, although human 
demand does determine it to an extent. Opinions also 
diff er regarding the degree to which resources should 
be conserved. 
 Conservation value refers to the value or worth of sparing or preserving objects, including natural 
resources. Th e current destruction, use, or consumption 
of natural resources often reduces their future availability 
and can have unwanted consequences for humankind 
and for nature. Other things unchanged, the greater the 
conservation value of natural resources, the stronger is 
the case for conserving them. Failure to take adequate 
account of the conservation value of natural resources is 
likely to result in a lack of economic sustainability and 
the future impoverishment of individuals and groups of 
individuals. 
 Determining Conservation Value 
 Views diff er about how conservation value should be 
determined. Th is is most apparent in relation to the 
conservation of living natural resources, such as wild-
life. Diff erences of opinion appear to be less marked in 
relation to the conservation value of inanimate natural 
resources. 
 Economic measures of conservation value rely on their 
monetary indicators. Th e most frequently used economic 
method of determining the conservation value of a natu-
ral resource (such as the value of the continuing existence 
of elephants or of maintaining the Grand Canyon free of 
smoke haze) is to determine the amount individuals are 
willing to pay, as a whole, for the preservation of such 
features. An alternative approach, adopted occasionally, 
is to determine the amount of compensation that indi-
viduals would be willing to accept to forgo the natural 
resources under consideration. 
 Economic approaches to determining conservation 
value are mostly anthropocentric (human centered). Th e 
aim of such methods is to maximize the fulfi llment of 
the desires of individuals to the greatest extent possible 
given the limited availability of natural resources. Th e 
desires and wants of human individuals determine the 
economic measures of conservation value. Th is economic 
approach has its roots in utilitarian philosophy and is 
applied to decisions about the conservation of both ani-
mate and inanimate natural resources. 
 Other views have been expressed about how conserva-
tion values should be determined. Philosophers who 
adopt a deontological stance, focusing on moral obliga-
tion, argue that humans have certain duties or responsi-
bilities they ought to meet independently of their own 
selfi sh desires. For example, it has been said by some, 
including the Australian philosopher John Passmore 
(1914–2004), that humankind has a duty to steward and 
to conserve nature. Th e American conservationist Aldo 
Leopold (1887–1948) argued that humankind has a duty 
to conserve natural systems in their entirety, that is, the 
whole web of life. His “land ethic” calls for the protection 
of both wild animals that are regarded as pests by humans 
(such as wolves and coyotes) and those that are not. 
 Some individuals believe that humans have a duty to 
conserve nature and to be kind to sentient beings because 
this is divinely commanded (possibly the view of 
St. Francis of Assisi), or that it is a consequence of higher 
order religious considerations, as in Hinduism and in 
Buddhism. 
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Unregulated access to natural resources, such as water 
bodies, forests, fi sheries, minerals, and so on, is a serious 
problem. It is one possible consequence of what the ecol-
ogist Garrett Hardin (1915–2003) called the “tragedy of 
the commons.” Th e tragedy of the commons 
occurs when uncontrolled access to natu-
ral resources results in their overuse or 
overexploitation and, therefore, their 
insuffi  cient conservation.  
 A number of ways have been sug-
gested for overcoming such problems. 
These include the establishment of 
appropriate communal rules for the use 
of such resources, a policy recom-
mended, for example, by the soci-
ologist Elinor Ostrom (b. 1933); 
state regulations for their use; 
and a policy of providing for 
private property rights in these 
resources. Th e latter approach 
may be combined with the oper-
ation of a market system. But it 
is not profi table to establish pri-
vate property rights in all natural 
resources. Nevertheless, in cases 
where such rights can be economi-
cally enforced, the owners of the 
 natural resources have an economic 
incentive to take into account the user 
costs of the resources owned by them.  
 Whether or not they will conserve resources in a 
socially optimal economic manner depends on several 
factors. Some scholars claim that in market-based 
 economic systems, natural resources will be utilized at 
a faster rate than is socially optimal. Reasons given by 
these scholars include the likelihood that individuals 
will place a higher weight on current benefi ts compared 
to deference benefi ts because of a strong preference for 
current compared to future consumption. Other rea-
sons include the uncertainty of future events, or exces-
sive optimism about potential economic possibilities. 
Furthermore, the user costs envisaged by individuals in 
isolation may be underestimated because the magni-
tude of user costs depends on the decisions of the total-
ity of individuals about the conservation of natural 
resources.  
 An additional problem is that conservers of some 
types of natural resources can only appropriate a small 
fraction of the economic benefi ts obtained by the whole 
society from their actions. For example, while the con-
servation of tropical forests can bring global benefi ts in 
terms of the maintenance of biodiversity and the seques-
tration of carbon dioxide (and thereby help to reduce the 
anticipated severity of global warming), forest dwellers 
 Utilitarians, exemplif ied by John Stuart Mill 
 (1806–1873), are critical of deontological valuation on 
the grounds that it tends to be subjective, that diff erent 
deontologists propose confl icting sets of values, and 
often these values are not operational from a 
human perspective. For example, while it 
might be claimed that humankind has a 
duty or obligation to protect nature or 
to conserve species, the extent of 
that duty is not well specifi ed; those 
who believe that humankind has 
a duty to protect nature often dif-
fer in their views about how 
much economic sacrif ice 
humans should make to pro-
tect a particular species, 
although all conservation-
ists agree that some sacri-
fi ce is called for.  
 Despite these problems, 
social or community values do 
exist about how humans should 
act in relation to the conservation 
of nature. Th ese prevailing values 
often alter with the passage of 
time, as has happened in Western 
societies according to John Passmore, 
and they frequently diff er between societ-
ies for cultural reasons (Passmore 1974). To 
some extent, these variations are refl ected in economic 
valuations because the desires of individuals are partly a 
refl ection of the social values in the community or society 
in which they live. 
 User Costs 
 Economists usually maintain that in order to determine 
the worth of conserving a natural resource, one must take 
into account its user costs. User costs are the future eco-
nomic benefi ts forgone by consuming or not conserving 
a natural resource now. If there are benefi ts now from 
consuming a resource or failing to conserve it, these 
ought to be compared with the consequential reduction 
in future benefi ts, if any, that result from this. If a cost is 
incurred now in preserving a natural resource, this should 
be compared with the avoidance of loss in future benefi ts 
in order to determine the worth of conserving the 
resource. Taking into account such considerations, the 
optimal economic choice is the one that maximizes net 
benefi ts, or one that balances gains from lack of conser-
vation now against future benefi ts forgone. 
 When inadequate account is taken of user costs, 
this can result in avoidable future impoverishment. 
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would stimulate population increases and that food sup-
ply would increase at a slower rate than the growth in 
population, thereby reducing incomes per head.  
 In the opinion of neo-Malthusians, there is no guar-
antee that scientifi c and technological progress will be 
suffi  cient to off set the economic benefi ts forgone as a 
result of the loss of irreplaceable natural resources. 
Secondly, they warn that unmitigated pollution and 
waste generation from economic activity can cause irre-
versible harm to natural environments or harm that can 
only be reversed at considerable cost and often a long 
lag. Advocates of this point of view include Herman 
Daly (b. 1938) and Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen 
(1906–1994). Members of the global think tank the 
Club of Rome, for example Dennis H. Meadows 
(b. 1942), also warn that increasing scarcity of minerals 
due to their depletion could threaten sustainable eco-
nomic development.  
 Many, indeed probably most, neo-Malthusians do not 
accept Malthus’s theory of population growth but are 
concerned that rising levels of economic production (con-
sumption plus investment) will place increasing strains 
on global natural resources and limit economic growth. 
Rising levels of economic production are usually associ-
ated with higher output levels of man-made commodities 
per head of population or higher levels of population. Th e 
diff erence in the thinking of Malthusians and neo- 
Malthusians refl ects changing historical conditions. Th e 
environmental and natural resource implications of the 
Industrial Revolution had not been fully appreciated in 
the early nineteenth century. 
 The Precautionary Motive 
 Th e user costs associated with the consumption, destruc-
tion, or degradation of natural resources are often uncer-
tain. It has been stressed that when such uncertainty 
exists, it is rational to err in favor of the conservation of 
natural resources because this keeps options or choices 
open for the future. Th is is known as the precautionary 
principle. While the amount of precaution that it is ratio-
nal to display in conserving natural resources is open to 
debate, the conservation value of natural resources is 
increased by the presence of uncertainty in circumstances 
where the precautionary principle applies.  
 Future Generations and 
Conservation Value 
 It has been contended that current generations have a 
duty when using natural resources to consider the impacts 
of this use on the economic well-being of future generations 
and those living in tropical countries are only able to 
appropriate a small fraction of these global benefi ts, and 
therefore, they have little or no incentive to conserve 
 forests. Put diff erently, their user costs for these natural 
resources are much lower than are the global user costs of 
deforestation. 
 In general, when environmental spillovers occur 
(either favorable or unfavorable) from the activities of 
individuals or entities, they do not take adequate account 
of user costs from a social point of view. For example, 
those entities that emit greenhouse gases as a result of 
their economic activities add to the likelihood of global 
warming and consequently to global environmental dete-
rioration. Because these eff ects are mainly external to 
these entities and air space is an open-access sink for air 
pollutants, they have no economic incentive—in the 
absence of taxes, charges, or other regulations on their 
emissions of airborne pollutants—to curb their emissions 
and conserve air quality.  
 The Value of Conserving 
Natural Resources 
 Sustaining the level of future incomes and well-being of 
humans depends on the adequate conservation of natural 
resources. Natural resources generate economic value. 
Some produce material commodities (for example, wild 
fi sh stocks) and others provide intangible economic val-
ues, such as those obtained from recreation in natural 
parks or from the mere appreciation of wildlife and its 
existence. Loss of these assets can reduce the future well-
being of humans. Nevertheless, opinions diff er about the 
extent to which natural resources should be conserved. 
 Technological optimists such as Friedrich Engels 
(1820–1895) and the economist Julian Simon (1932–
1998) believe that reductions in the stock of natural 
resources (a potential source of diminishing productivity) 
can be compensated for (or more than compensated for) 
by advances in science and technology, and by the use of 
substitutes for natural resources that become increasingly 
scarce. In their opinion, as the remaining stocks of oil 
decline, substitutes will be increasingly utilized, and the 
cost of using these can be expected to decline as a result 
of scientifi c and technological progress. Furthermore, 
resource optimists often claim that the remaining stock 
of many natural resources is larger than is usually 
estimated. 
 Neo-Malthusians are wary of these views. Th ey attri-
bute the likelihood of unsustainable economic growth 
to  a reduction in the quantity and quality of natural 
resources as economic growth proceeds. Th is was not an 
aspect stressed by the British scholar Th omas Robert 
Malthus (1776–1834). He argued that higher incomes 
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essential to making rational decisions about the conserva-
tion of natural resources, this value varies with ethical or 
moral considerations. Furthermore, because of uncer-
tainty about future events, individuals having the same 
norms may have confl icting views about appropriate 
 conservation policies, as has become apparent in debates 
about global warming. Nevertheless, there is a widespread 
view that the value of conserving the world’s remaining 
natural resources is increasing because their available 
stock is being reduced as economic growth continues. 
 Clement Allan TISDELL 
 University of Queensland 
 See also Greenbelts; Indigenous and Traditional Resource 
Management; Natural Resource Economics; Natural 
Resource Law; Parks and Preserves ( several articles ); Wise 
Use Movement 
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and to adopt measures that will avoid the impoverish-
ment or reduction in income of future generations as a 
consequence of resource depletion. In general, this point 
of view is accepted in  Our Common Future,  also known as 
the Brundtland Report, released in 1987 by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED). If this objective is accepted, the question arises 
as to what steps need to be taken by current generations 
to avoid the impoverishment of future generations. 
Opinions are divided about what measures are necessary 
to avoid an unwanted reduction in the incomes of future 
generations. Some argue that greater attention needs to 
be given to conserving natural resources, whereas others 
believe a more suitable bequest for future generations 
would be to produce more human-made capital now 
(albeit at the expense of the conservation of natural 
resources) and pass this on to future generations. 
 Nevertheless, both these strategies are based on the 
premise that policies most benefi cial to humankind 
should be adopted. Th erefore, they are anthropocentric in 
their objectives and can result in policies that confl ict 
with the objectives of those individuals who believe that 
humankind has a duty to conserve nature, even if this 
requires some sacrifi ce of the well-being of humankind. 
Th us mainstream economic views may result in less con-
servation of nature than that favored by those with eco-
centric values. Ecocentrics are likely to be most strongly 
opposed to those who advocate greater economic growth 
and increased production of human-made capital and to 
be less opposed to neo-Malthusian policies. Economic 
policies usually reduce the stock of natural capital, which 
in turn, tends to decrease biological diversity. 
 In considering the extent to which natural resources 
should be conserved, it is necessary to take account of 
their conservation value. Opinions diff er about how con-
servation value should be determined. Most economists 
employ the concept of user costs in measuring conserva-
tion value and adopt monetary measures of conservation 
values. Th ey employ an anthropocentric approach to valu-
ation; that is, one based on what humans desire. A diff er-
ent point of view is that humankind has duties or 
obligations beyond satisfying its own desires, for example, 
a duty to steward and care for nature. Adherents to this 
point of view typically can be expected to place greater 
value on conserving nature than that of the general popu-
lation. Although the concept of conservation value is 
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